Iron overload of the liver in the baboon. An ultrastructural study.
Liver biopsies from 4 baboons taken during 15 months of iron-polymaltose injections, were compared with specimens from 2 controls. A morphometric method was used to assess ferritin concentration in various cells. Initially, ferritin and siderosomes were conspicuous in reticuloendothelial cells but rare in hepatocytes. Unusual findings included intranuclear ferritin and coalesced ferritin within bile canaliculi. With advancing overload, ferritin and hemosiderin increased not only in sinusoidal cells, but also in hepatocytes, with concomitant elevation of transaminases. The hepatocytes now showed evidence of damage and excessive collagen was present mainly around portal spaces. A year after cessation of iron injections, hepatocyte ultrastructure was near normal while sinusoidal cells were still heavily overloaded. The baboon appeared to be a useful model for the study of iron overload. Although in this study most of the damage was reversible, it is suspected that more prolonged overload, a different route of administration or other, more toxic iron compounds, may lead to cirrhosis similar to that of the iron-loading anemias.